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NEWS RELEASE
TONY MELENDEZ, ARMLESS GUITAR PLAYER WHO PERFORMS WITH FEET,
WILL SHARE GIFTS OF MUSIC AND HOPE AT UNIVERSITY OF DAYTON
DAYTON, Ohio- Why would a child with no arms attempt to play the guitar?
"Because it was there," says Tony Melendez, an uncommon musician whose simple boyhood
curiosity about the stringed instrument his father played would one day become his passion.
Born in Nicaragua in 1962 without arms because his mother was prescribed thalidomide
while carrying him, Melendez has cultivated a worldwide fan club for his exceptional ability to
play with his feet. His 2001 concert tour will bring him to the University of Dayton for a
performance at 7 p.m. Monday, Jan. 29, in Sears Recital Hall in the Jesse Philips Humanities
Center on campus.
The concert is one of several events scheduled for the University of Dayton's disabilities
awareness week program to be presented Jan. 29 through Feb. 2 on campus. From singers and
dancers with disabilities to panel discussions and faculty exc~anges, the activities are designed
to raise public awareness and understanding of people with disabilities and the contributions
they make to the communities in which they live and serve.
Because he was born with no arms, Melendez learned early in life to manipulate objects
naturally with his feet, as others do with hands, he said. So it was equally natural that he
would gravitate to the guitar his father played and kept in the family home in Los Angeles.
"I tried to play the guitar because it was there and because it was simple to get to," he
said. "I continued to play because I love music. I loved to hear my father play and I loved to
listen to church choirs and school choirs. I was the child who always got lost at the fairgrounds,
but my parents always knew to look for me wherever the music was playing. It attracted me."
Holding a guitar pick between the first two toes of his right foot and chording with his
left- which had been surgically corrected for a birth deformity when he was youngMelendez worked at the strings until, at the age of 16, the sounds emanating from the
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instrument finally became "real music," he said. He began playing at churches and school
functions and for special occasions, but felt he wasn't earning enough to help support his
financially struggling family.
In 1987, swallowing his pride and fighting embarrassment, Melendez started singing on a
street corner in nearby Laguna Beach to earn extra money. It was during that time period that a
member of the team organizing the historic visit of Pope John Paul II to the United States heard
Tony play and invited him to audition for a papal concert.
And it was during that Sept. 15 concert that his life was forever changed, Melendez
said. After performing for the pope and a live audience of 6,000 in the nationally televised
event, John Paul rose from his chair and moved toward the stage to greet Melendez. While
Melendez leaned forward, blinking back tears, the pope kissed him on the check and
encouraged Melendez to "continue giving this hope to all the people."
Beginning the next morning, Melendez was besieged by requests from the media and
from others who wanted him to perform. He has been touring around the world since with his
message of hope, taking time out to record five albums of contemporary Christian music and to
write his autobiography, A Gift of Hope (Harper & Row, 1989).
Melendez takes frequent breaks during his concerts for personal exchange with his
audience. "People are going to naturally be curious and want to know more about this man who
has no arms and plays the guitar," he said. "I find that the more I share about myself, the more
captivated the audience becomes and the easier it is to talk about my faith and where my heart
is."
Asked what he hopes each audience member will gain from his concert, Melendez didn't
hesitate. "Three things," he replied promptly." I want to them to see that I love my God. I want
them to see that I love my family. And I want them to see my sense of self respect. I believe in
myself, and I have a sincere hope that will rub off on others."
-30For media interviews, call Lisa Rhine, director of the office for students with disabilities, at
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Melendez, by pager at (888) 787-1123.

